Introduction
It was eleven o'clock at night in Johannesburg. Three unmarked police cars from Sophiatown police station were making their way along the bumpy roads of Westbury. The police had been on their monthly night raid since eight o'clock. They had a list of 20 or 30 addresses of suspects whom they wanted to arrest. They stopped in front of a block of fl ats not far away from the police station, near the main road which divided the former coloured township of Westbury from the former white working-class and lower-middle-class areas of Newlands and Triumf. Police detectives in civilian clothes moved into the dark passages where light bulbs had long ceased to function. The light-fi ngers of torches rushed over walls and doors searching for an address.
Finally one detective found the right number. "Bang, bang!" One of the detectives knocked on the door. "Polisie, maak oop" [Police, open up] . There was silence, and the detective knocked again. Finally they could hear a voice inside: "Wag net, ek's besig om oop te maak. Net 'n oomblik." [Wait, I am opening. One moment.] Then we could hear the key turning in the lock, and the door was partially opened. The face of a young woman appeared. Hesitantly she allowed the police julia c. hornberger offi cers to enter. While four of the detectives ventured into the room, the woman went back to the bed to sit beside another woman. The television was on, and a stove was turned up to heat the room, chilled by its concrete fl oor.
One of the detectives informed the women that they were looking for Daniel Jacobs 3 in a case of domestic violence. It appeared that the woman who had opened the door was the complainant in the case. The detective asked her if she knew where her boyfriend was. She explained that he sometimes came to her apartment but insisted that she had not seen him in the last few weeks. The other detectives were already leaving the room when one of them decided to look in the wardrobe. And there the boyfriend was standing, pressed against the backboard and holding his breath. The detective immediately took him by the arm, pulled him out and pushed him forward to the bed. The detective was angry. He started swearing; however, it was at the young woman that he directed his verbal abuse. He even threatened her with arrest and said he would charge her with defeating the ends of justice. She tried to defend herself, explaining that she could not give away the boyfriend in his presence. But the detective showed no sympathy and, treating both of them as if there were conspiring criminals, told them to get dressed in the bathroom without closing the door.
Outside the block of fl ats the man was pushed into the back of one police car while the woman ended up sitting next to me in another. She tried to get the police offi cer's attention to tell him that she regretted that she had opened the case in the fi rst place, and that she wanted to withdraw the case. The detectives responded rudely: "You better should have thought about this before. Now we teach you what happens when you are not serious, and when you think that you can fool us around." At the station, after hours of letting her sit in uncertainty in the reception area, the detective in charge of the case allowed her to leave, but not without making another disparaging remark.
The next morning the woman returned to the police station and withdrew the case.
The scene provides an example of the "new routine" of the detectives of Sophiatown police station-dealing with cases related to domestic violence. Arrests, taking statements and, poignantly, dealing with the withdrawal of the cases or the obstruction of arrests by the
